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About This Book 

 

Often times, truth is indeed stranger than fiction. Take the 1893 World's Fair in Chicago, Illinois. The fair 
was the groundbreaking birthplace of such things as neon lights and the Ferris Wheel; a wonderland of 
futuristic technology and architecture. It was also the playground of a demented murderer who set up his 
very own chamber of torture within striking distance of the fair. This bizarre dichotomy of creation and 
destruction is what enticed Erik Larson to tell the twisted tale of the 1893 World's Fair in his fascinating 
fourth book The Devil in the White City: Murder, Magic, and Madness at the Fair That Changed 
America. 

Perhaps the most awe-inspiring aspect of The Devil in the White City is the fact that the book is an 
accurate history that also manages to be a riveting page-turner. As Larson says, "I write to be read. I'm 
quite direct about that. I'm not writing to thrill colleagues or to impress the professors at the University of 
Iowa; that's not my goal." Larson's goal was to render a fascinating story, and he succeeded admirably 
with The Devil in the White City. 

From: http://www.litlovers.com 

 
 

About the Author 

• Birth—January 01, 1954 
• Where—Brooklyn, New York, USA  
• Education—B.A., University of Pennsylvania; M.S., Columbia 
   University 
• Awards—Edgar Award for Best Fact Crime, 2004  
 

Erik Larson lives in Seattle with his wife, three daughters, a Chinese fighting fish, a dwarf hamster, and a 
golden retriever named Molly. He has written several books including In the Garden of Beasts, Isaac’s 
Storm, and Thunderstruck. 

From:  http://www.litlovers.com and readinggroupguides.com 
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Discussion Questions 
 
1. In the note "Evils Imminent," Erik Larson writes "Beneath the gore and smoke and loam, this book is 
about the evanescence of life, and why some men choose to fill their brief allotment of time engaging the 
impossible, others in the manufacture of sorrow" [xi]. What does the book reveal about "the ineluctable 
conflict between good and evil"? What is the essential difference between men like Daniel Burnham and 
Henry H. Holmes? Are they alike in any way? 

2. At the end of The Devil in the White City, in Notes and Sources, Larson writes "The thing that 
entranced me about Chicago in the Gilded Age was the city's willingness to take on the impossible in the 
name of civic honor, a concept so removed from the modern psyche that two wise readers of early drafts 
of this book wondered why Chicago was so avid to win the world's fair in the first place" [p. 393]. What 
motives, in addition to "civic honor," drove Chicago to build the Fair? In what ways might the desire to 
"out-Eiffel Eiffel" and to show New York that Chicago was more than a meat-packing backwater be seen 
as problematic? 

3. The White City is repeatedly referred to as a dream. The young poet Edgar Lee Masters called the 
Court of Honor "an inexhaustible dream of beauty" [p. 252]; Dora Root wrote "I think I should never 
willingly cease drifting in that dreamland" [p. 253]; Theodore Dreiser said he had been swept "into a 
dream from which I did not recover for months" [p. 306]; and columnist Teresa Dean found it "cruel . . . to 
let us dream and drift through heaven for six months, and then to take it out of our lives" [p. 335]. What 
accounts for the dreamlike quality of the White City? What are the positive and negative aspects of this 
dream? 

4. In what ways does the Chicago World's Fair of 1893 change America? What lasting inventions and 
ideas did it introduce into American culture? What important figures were critically influenced by the Fair? 

5. At the end of the book, Larson suggests that "Exactly what motivated Holmes may never be known" [p. 
395]. What possible motives are exposed in The Devil in the White City? Why is it important to try to 
understand the motives of a person like Holmes? 

6. After the Fair ended, Ray Stannard Baker noted "What a human downfall after the magnificence and 
prodigality of the World's Fair which has so recently closed its doors! Heights of splendor, pride, exaltation 
in one month: depths of wretchedness, suffering, hunger, cold, in the next" [p. 334]. What is the 
relationship between the opulence and grandeur of the Fair and the poverty and degradation that 
surrounded it? In what ways does the Fair bring into focus the extreme contrasts of the Gilded Age? What 
narrative techniques does Larson use to create suspense in the book? How does he end sections and 
chapters of the book in a manner that makes' the reader anxious to find out what happens next? 

7. Larson writes, "The juxtaposition of pride and unfathomed evil struck me as offering powerful insights 
into the nature of men and their ambitions" [p. 393]. What such insights does the book offer? What more 
recent stories of pride, ambition, and evil parallel those described in The Devil in the White City? 

8. What does The Devil in the White City add to our knowledge about Frederick Law Olmsted and 
Daniel Burnham? What are the most admirable traits of these two men? What are their most important 
aesthetic principles? 

9. In his speech before his wheel took on its first passengers, George Ferris "happily assured the 
audience that the man condemned for having ‘wheels in his head' had gotten them out of his head 
and into the heart of the Midway Plaisance" [p. 279]. In what way is the entire Fair an example of the 
power of human ingenuity, of the ability to realize the dreams of imagination? 

Discussion questions continued next page 
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10. How was Holmes able to exert such power over his victims? What weaknesses did he prey 
upon? Why wasn't he caught earlier? In what ways does his story "illustrate the end of the century" 
[p. 370] as the Chicago Times-Herald wrote? 

11. What satisfaction can be derived from a nonfiction book like The Devil in the White City that 
cannot be found in novels? In what ways is the book like a novel? 

12. In describing the collapse of the roof of Manufacturers and Liberal Arts Building, Larson writes 
"In a great blur of snow and silvery glass the building's roof—that marvel of late nineteenth-century 
hubris, enclosing the greatest volume of unobstructed space in history—collapsed to the floor below" 
[p. 196–97]. Was the entire Fair, in its extravagant size and cost, an exhibition of arrogance? Do 
such creative acts automatically engender a darker, destructive parallel? Can Holmes be seen as 
the natural darker side of the Fair's glory? 

13. What is the total picture of late nineteenth-century America that emerges from The Devil in the 
White City? How is that time both like and unlike contemporary America? What are the most 
significant differences? In what ways does that time mirror the present? 

 

From: http://www.readinggroupguides.com 
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Resources for additional information about book discussion choices and authors: 

Books & Authors  (Access through links to MeL Databases on Library’s webpage.) 
http://bna.galegroup.com/bna/ 
 
LitLovers.com 
www.litlovers.com 
 
Overbooked.com 
http://www.overbooked.com 
 
Penguin.com (USA) 
http://www.us.penguingroup.com/static/pages/bookclubs/index.html 
 
Reading Group Center 
http://reading-group-center.knopfdoubleday.com  
 
Reading Group Guides 
http://www.readinggroupguides.com 

  
  
Suggested print resources: 
 
The Book Club Companion: A Comprehensive Guide to the Reading Group Experience 
 Diana Loevy   
 374.22 Loevy 2006 
  
The Book Group Book: A Thoughtful Guide to Forming and Enjoying a Stimulating Book Discussion 
Group 
 Ellen Slezak (editor) 
 374.22 Book 2000 
  
Good Books Lately: The One-Stop Resource for Book Groups and Other Greedy Readers 
 Ellen Moore and Kira Stevens 
 374.22 Moore 2004 
  
Read It and Eat: A Month-by-Month Guide to Scintillating Book Club Selections and Mouthwatering 
Menus 
 Sarah Gardner 
 028.9 Gardner 2005 
  
The Reading Group Handbook: Everything You Need to Know, From Choosing Members to Leading 
Discussions 
 Rachel W. Jacobsohn 
 374.22 Jacobsohn 1994 
  
What Do I Read Next?  (Multi-volume set, annual editions) 
 Gale Research Inc. 
 R 016.813 What   

         


